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It is a sad and shocking statistic: Suicide 
is the second most common cause of death 
for Wisconsin youth, accounting for more 
than 15% of all deaths among youth in our 
state. On average, one young person dies by 
suicide each week in Wisconsin.

According to research by the National Institute of 
Mental Health, half of all lifetime cases of mental 
illness begin by age 14 where social stigmas and lack of 

healthcare access can delay diagnosis and treatment. It is 
not uncommon that a decade or more may pass before this 
vulnerable population receives treatment, leaving a critical 
gap where untreated disorders can lead to more severe and 
difficult to treat mental illnesses. Or to tragedy, like that 
experienced by Dr. Todd and Debra Mahr in 2007, when 
their 20-year old daughter Kaitlin lost her battle with 
depression and died of an accidental overdose.

“Our life changed on that day,” says Dr. Mahr, a 
pediatric allergist at Gundersen Lutheran and member of 
the Board of Directors for Gundersen Lutheran Medical 
Foundation. “As we came out of our fog of grief, Deb and 

A Community Response 
to Adolescent Mental 
Health Needs

The Mahr family 
(pictured at right: Deb, 
Todd, and son Sam) 
launched “Kaitlin’s 
Table” to help area 
youth dealing with 
mental health issues. 
The collaborative 
initiative is named 
in honor of their 
daughter Kaitlin 
(pictured at left) who 
lost her battle with 
depression in 2007.
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I started talking about what we could 
do to shine a light on adolescent 
mental health issues and help remove 
the stigma.” They met with the 
Foundation to create a special fund 
in Kaitlin’s memory, established with 
memorial gifts to provide financial 
support for programming aimed at 
youth and young adults dealing with 
depression and mental health issues. 
With an emphasis on collaboration, 
“Kaitlin’s Table” is designed to break 
down barriers and reach out to youth 
and adolescents who are struggling 
with life’s challenges. The approach 
involves trained volunteers, including 
community members, students 
and peers, and behavioral health 
professionals, to provide appropriate 
support and care referrals in a 
non-threatening manner.

The Mahr family (Todd, Deb 
and son Sam) began spearheading 
monthly meetings with local 
mental health professionals who 
shared their interest in developing 
a more coordinated community 
effort to connect at-risk adolescents 
with appropriate health services. 
Representatives from Gundersen 
Lutheran Medical Foundation, 
Gundersen Lutheran’s Behavioral 
Health department, the La Crosse 
Community Foundation, the Mental 
Health Coalition of the Greater 
La Crosse Area, and local chapter of 
the National Association of Mental 
Illness were some of the key people 
who came to the table for discussion 
and planning of this innovative 
mental health initiative.

Over the past two years, the 
“Kaitlin’s Table” group has 
pursued additional grant funding 
and been the driving force behind 
several notable accomplishments:

» Successfully obtained $12,000 in 
planning funds through the American 
Academy of Pediatrics, the first 

grant of its kind awarded in this area. 
The Community Access To Child 
Health (CATCH) program provides 
grants in amounts up to $12,000 for 
pediatricians to develop innovative, 
community-based initiatives that 
increase children’s access to medical 
care or to specific health services 
not otherwise available. The CATCH 
funds enabled “Kaitlin’s Table” to 
meet regularly, to convene a series of 
focus group meetings with area youth 
to listen to their views on the type 
of teen health model that would best 
serve them, and to hold a community 
forum on the problems surrounding 
adolescent mental health in our 
region. 

» In keeping with the goals of 
Kaitlin’s Table, and with support 
from Gundersen Lutheran Medical 
Foundation and the La Crosse 
Community Foundation, NAMI 
(National Alliance on Mental Illness) 
of La Crosse County is offering two 
new programs in the community. 
NAMI Parents & Teachers as Allies 
is a teacher in-service designed to 
help families and school professionals 
identify the key warning signs of 
early-onset mental illness in children 
and adolescents in our schools. 
This program has reached nearly 
200 educators in the La Crosse 
community. NAMI Basics is a free, 
six-session course for parents and 
other primary caregivers of children 
and adolescents living with mental 
illness. Taught by parents who have 
lived similar experiences with their 
own children, it allows families to 
connect to one another while learning 
about mental illness. Two sessions 
are planned in 2010; the first began in 
February. 

» With the goal of developing a 
vibrant, sustainable drop-in center 
for middle and high school youth, 
“Kaitlin’s Table” is involved in a 

Make A Donation

Is your loved 
one at risk?
Raising awareness about early 
warning signs in those at risk for 
mental illness is the first essential 
step for early intervention. The 
American Academy of Family 
Physicians has developed a 
two-question initial screening 
test, which has been successful in 
identifying more than 90% of patients 
with major depression. 

During the past month:

HAvE you often been 
bothered by feeling down, 
depressed or hopeless?

HAvE you often been 
bothered by little interest or 
pleasure in doing things?

If you or someone you know answers 
‘yes’ to either of these questions, 
you may be experiencing signs of 
depression and would likely benefit 
from further assessment. There are 
many options for effectively treating 
depression. Speak with your primary 
care provider or a Behavioral Health 
professional to help determine what 
can work best for you. Websites such 
as nami.org offer information about 
depression and other mental illness.

To schedule an appointment in 
Gundersen Lutheran’s Behavioral 
Health department, contact the 
Assessment & Referral Team at 
608-775-7991.

To support the “Kaitlin’s Table” 
fund, please visit us on-line or use 
this issue’s envelope.
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community project to reinvigorate 
La Crosse’s Teen Center, currently 
run by the YMCA. Sarah Johnson, 
MS, the Behavioral Health therapist 
leading this initiative for Gundersen 
Lutheran, says, “We’re excited to get 
more teens using the Center and to be 
able to offer them creative prevention 
and positive youth development 
programs that make use of their 
talents and energy.”

» The dialog generated by 
“Kaitlin’s Table” participants has 
helped create awareness of needs 
associated with Gundersen Lutheran’s 
current Behavioral Health building, 
making it a targeted capital project 
within the overall campus renewal 
program. (For more about the 
comprehensive campaign to renew 
Gundersen Lutheran’s La Crosse 
campus, turn to page 14.)

Going forward, Dr. Mahr 
anticipates a community-wide 
meeting will be planned for 
vested partners from health care, 
school districts, local colleges 
and universities, faith-based 
organizations, and area employers 
and businesses. The agenda will 
focus on results of a youth risk 
behavior survey that will provide a 
baseline against which progress can 
be measured. “That analysis is an 
important step in understanding how 
big the problem is in our community,” 
says Dr. Mahr. “There needs to be a 
point in time where you say you’re 
going to improve, and identify what 
you’re going to measure.” This 
innovative community approach to 
adolescent mental health has the 
potential to serve as a model for other 
communities struggling with similar 
tragedies. The community support 
and awareness being fostered by 
“Kaitlin’s Table” is the key.

About Kaitlin  (1987–2007)
Kaitlin Mahr was one of the valedictorians of Onalaska High School’s Class of 
2005, an enthusiastic and energetic student who loved school and learning. 
She was a junior honors-level English major at Lawrence University in 
Appleton, Wisconsin, before her tragic death in 2007. Hers is not the “face” 
most people would associate with serious depression; changing the face of 
mental illness recognition, diagnosis and treatment is a primary goal of the 
“Kaitlin’s Table” initiative. “Kaitlin was very honest about her disease once we 
had a diagnosis,” says her mother Deb Mahr. “She never tried to hide that 
she had bipolar disorder. She informed her professors at Lawrence University 
of her disease so they would be aware of what she was dealing with. Her 
studies were always very important to her, even when she was dealing with 
the worst of her illness. I have to admit that until Katie was diagnosed, I 
didn’t know much about mental illness. I realize now how important it is for 
families to have support and knowledge so we can better understand what 
the person is going through. We are trying to be her voice now, to help 
break down some of the stigma surrounding mental illness.”
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